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Natural Law and Chaucer's
Physician's Tale
by
Jay Ruud
Northern State College

Of all the Canterbury Tales , the Physician's Tale may well be the least
appreciated. Its subject matter is distasteful in itself-a despicable judge
abuses his position of public trust and authority by deliberately setting out
to obtain an innocent young virgin as an object of lust, while to frustrate
the event the victim's father beheads her after cold-blooded premeditation.
But if that were not enough, the tale contains at least two apparently
incongruous digressions, and the storyteller appends a moral that must make
the reader suspect the Narrator has not been listening to his own story.
Perhaps a modern reader's first reaction is to "turn over the leaf' hastily
to get to the magnificent Pardoner's Tale which follows .
Still, there is something fascinating and puzzling about the Physician 's Tale,
and it has been the object of a number of scholarly "rescue missions"
recently-salvaged, as it were, from the mire of critical neglect. Not that
anyone has claimed that the Physician's Tale is one of Chaucer's greatest
achievements, 1 but recent critics have recognized the importance of seeing
the place of the story in the larger context of the Canterbury Tales, emphasizing the appropriateness of the tale to its teller,2 and its thematic and structural relationship to the tales which precede and follow it. 3 I must agree,
however, with Derek Pearsall when he stresses that the design of the
Canterbury Tales itself grants the individual tales "the greatest possible degree
of autonomy." 4 With this in mind I would say that the majority of recent
criticism errs: we first need to determine what Chaucer is doing in the
Physician's Tale itself, particularly in those passages which he adds to his
sources-Nature's description of Virginia, the Narrator's digression on
governesses, and the confrontation of Virginius and Virginia.
One aspect of the Physician's Tale which has received insufficient attention from recent critics, but which seems not only thematically central to
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the tale but also critical for Chaucer's worldview, is the concept of Natural
Law. 5 The Narrator introduces the theme early in the tale when Nature,
admiring her handiwork in the perfect maiden Virginia, comments upon
her own relationship with the Creator:
For He that is the formere principal
Hath maked me his vicaire general,
To forme and peynten erthely creaturis
Right as me list, and ech thyng in my cure is
Under the moone, that may wane and waxe,
And for my werk right no thyng wol I axe;
My lord and I been ful of oon accord.
(6.19-25) 6

The words are similar to those in the Parliament of Fowls, in which Nature
is called "the vicaire of the almyghty Lord, / That hot, cold, hevy, lyght, moyst,
and dreye / Hath knyt by evene noumbers of acord" (379-81). This power
of Nature as "vicaire" of God, which makes her law binding on all things
under the moon, is, I realize, an extremely complicated topic. But I shall
explore some of the wide range of opinions about the concept in order to
suggest its implications for the Physician's Tale.
I. NATURAL LAW

Marie Collins, in an impressive recent article on Natural Law in Chaucer
and Gower, separates the law of Nature or "kynde," "in its limited meaning
as the forces and instincts controlling the physical world," from the "larger
concept of Natural Law." Her definition of Natural Law is based on Thomas
Aquinas's classification of law as Eternal, Natural, or Positive, where the
Eternal Law is "the ruling idea of things which exists in God"; Natural Law,
the participation in that eternal law by rational creatures; and Positive Law,
"particular pronouncements by human reason on matters of detail." 7 But
this definition assumes more unanimity of opinion than in fact existed, and
there is no evidence that Chaucer ever used Aquinas as a direct source.
Kurt Olsson, in another recent article on Natural Law in Gower,
acknowledges "various, sometimes opposed ideas about the jus naturae
and ... the ambiguity of the term and the multiple meanings assigned to it." 8
But Olsson suggests five definitions of the term, definitions which may be
helpful in examining how the concept informs the Physician's Tale.
First, Natural Law is the "law of animal nature," including sexual love. 9
This is the sense in which Chaucer often uses the term "law of kynde," and
in the Roman de la Rose, Chaucer's primary source for the main plot of his
"Physician's Tale" as well as for Nature's speech as cited above, Nature's chief
concern is the propagation of the species as a bulwark against the ravages
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of Death. 10 By extension, Natural Law can be seen as "an instinct 1eading
to charity ... [a] social instinct that is extended first to those related by
blood .. . and then to other members of the same species." 11 This aspect quite
obviously pertains to the relationship between Virginius and his daughter
in the Physician's Tale.
In its third meaning, Natural Law comprises the "primitive state of nature
when all goods were shared." 12 This idea does not directly apply to the
Physician's Tale, but the paradisiacal state implied suggests the fourth connotation of the concept, a connotation which is crucial to the tale: cosmic
order and harmony. 1 3 The idea appears, for example, in Macrobius's
Commentary on the Dream of Scipio, in which the music of the spheres reflects
the harmony of the created universe witnessed by Scipio after he had been
whisked into space and received a lecture from his grandfather Africanus
on the order of the heavens. 14 Since Natural Law is ordered harmony, all
things have a specific place in creation: all objects in their naturally ordained
spaces contribute to the harmony of the universe and obey Natural Law.
Further, all things are naturally inclined toward their divinely ordained place
in the cosmos. Chaucer's verbose Eagle explains in the House of Fame:
every kyndely thyng that is
Hath a kyndely stede ther he
May best in hyt conserved be;
Unto which place every thyng
Thorgh his kyndely enclynyng
Moveth for to come to
Whan that hyt is awey therfro.
(730-36)

Because of this harmonious interdependence of all created things, certain
external powers, in particular the stars and elements, may help shape what
human beings are and what they become. As Olsson points out, "Because
all things are interdependent, man does not seem to be the cause of what
he does. He is directed by the planets, natural things in his world, his place
of origin, the elements, his complexion." 15 Thus, for example, the conditions
and planetary configurations at the time of one's birth affect the direction
of his or her life. The Narrator of the Physician's Tale dwells on precisely this
aspect of Nature as he shows Nature's pride in forming Virginia: "Lo! I,
Nature, I Thus kan I forme and peynte a creature, I Whan that me list; who
kan me countrefete?" (6.11-13). Nature's greatest concern is giving life to
things of beauty for the purpose of glorifying God. So in the Physician's Tale
she can say of Virginia, "I made hire to the worshipe of my lord" (6.26).
A human being-for example, a physician, who could be telling this
tale-may through studying Nature's secrets find ways of using these natural
laws for the good of a patient. These are not manipulations of Nature, but
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rather the use of Reason to apply the influence of natural laws to the good
end of preserving life. This implies the fifth sense of Natural Law: "natural
reason, the judgment of reason, free will, or the power to choose good over
evil," that is, the ratio naturalis which modifies the law of animal nature in
the human species. 16 It is man's proper nature (though somewhat obscured
since the Fall) to use his divinely given gift of reason to resist malignant
influences of the stars, or the "law of kynde" in the first sense if it compelled
him to lechery. Virginia herself uses her natural gift of reason to shun evil
of her own free will:
In hire lakked no condicioun
That is to preyse, as by discrecioun.
As we! in goost as body chast was she.
(6.41-43)

Thus in consciously choosing to avoid evil, Virginia is demonstrating one
facet of proper human nature.
A final aspect of Natural Law concerns the mechanism by which Natural
Law promulgates itself. What draws creatures to reproduce themselves, or
to recognize their common bonds of humanity, or to recognize true
_goodness, or to keep their proper place in the cosmic harmony? What is it
that should guide human reason in making judgments? According to
Chaucer's favorite sources, it is love. That "kyndely enclynyng" which the
Eagle spoke of in the House of Fame is love, which binds all things to their
divinely ordained place in a harmonious cosmos. For Boethius, this binding
force of love extends through the heavens and into human relationships. 17
In man, however, although he is naturally inclined toward the Highest Good,
toward God, who is true love-that is, "the covetise of verray good is naturely
iplauntyd in the hertes of men"-still "the myswandrynge errour mysledeth
hem into false goodes" (Boece 3. p. 2. 22-25). This being the case, Dante, in
a well-known passage in the Purgatorio, can discuss love as a motivating force
even for sins. 18
Thus human beings, created with free will, may go against reason and
against natural desire for the good, which is desire for the harmony of the
universe. In doing so humans go against Natural Law, and so against the
will of God, for Natural Law is the perfect reflection of God's will-"My lord
and I been ful of oon accord," says Nature.
II. GOVERNANCE: THE NARRATOR'S VIEW

Nature's description of Virginia should be read in this light. That descrip·
tion sets the story against a background of created Nature as the vicar of
God and thereby gives the reader the standard against which to measure
the tale's morality. But the Narrator's distorted moral view becomes apparent
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in Chaucer's next major addition to the tale, his minisermon about how to
rear chil,dren. While this passage seems to some "an absurd digression," 19
familiarity with Chaucer suggests that what may appear irrelevant usually
has its own subtle logic. In the first place, the passage on the relationship
of governesses and parents to children continues a pattern that was introduced in Nature's governing creation and continues in Apius's governing
the country, and Virginius's governing Virginia. The theme of governance
seems to be a major concern of the tale. 20 But two particular aspects of that
governance relationship are suggested by the "digression" on governesses
and parents, and these aspects color the reader's perception of the other
governing relationships in the tale. First, not so much virtue but knowledge
of sin makes a good governess, for
A theef of venysoun, that hath forlaft
His likerousnesse and al his aide craft,
Kan kepe a forest best of any man.
(6.83-85)

In the Narrator's world, this special understanding of sin is gained by being
a sinner, as Lee C. Ramsey has pointed out. But as Virginia's pathetic plight
demonstrates, "Innocence does not survive in a world where personal
knowledge of sin is the best qualification for parent, guardian, or judge." 21
A close look at the tale reveals that the Narrator sees goodness as the
avoidance of sin, rather than the active pursuit of virtue. Therefore, the
reformed sinner is the best guardian of the maiden's virtue, since she knows
all possible pitfalls. Further, Virginia's great innocence, lauded in lines 39-71,
consists exclusively in abstaining from any situation in which the possibility
for sinning could exist. Her "virtues" almost all consist in not doing
something: she
floured in virginitee
With alle humylitee and absti'nence,
With alle attemperaunce and pacience,
With mesure eek of beryng and array.
(6.44-47)

She has abstained from sex, from strong food and drink, from proud bearing
and raiment. She deliberately avoids parties and other social gatherings
which could provide the opportunity for sinning:
She hath ful ofte tyme syk hire feyned,
For that she wold fleen the compaignye
Where likly was to treten of folye,
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As is at feestes , revels, and at daunces,
That been occasions of daliaunces.
(6.62-66)

But temperance proves to be no real match for the evil of the world. One
of the ironies of the story is that the Physician Narrator himself does not
recognize the insufficiency of his prescription as demonstrated in his own
story: Virginia is destroyed in spite of her carefully sheltered life; but the
tale's moral, as the Narrator sees it, is "forsaketh synne, er synne yow forsake" (6.286).
Nor is the Narrator's advice to parents any more sound. Again, his chief
concern in caring for children who have "been under youre governaunce"
(6.96) is to guard them well and not to be negligent in chastising them:
Beth war, if by ensample of youre lyvynge
Or by youre necligence in chastisynge
That they ne perisse.
(6.97-99)

Again, all stress is laid on protection from sin; and if sin appears, one must
apparently beat it out of the child: thus any physical harm done to the child
isjustified by the goal of protecting him or her from sin. The reductio ad
absurdum of this argument is Virginius's beheading Virginia in order to save
her from the sin of unchastity-better she lose her head than her maidenhead. The Physician's absurd concluding moral indicates that he does not
recognize this irony. But surely the reader must.
Conspicuous by its absence from any of the Narrator's advice on childrearing is the idea of love. As Anne Middleton says, "the peculiar absence of
any mention of love as the root of parental discipline runs counter to the
whole burden of Nature's speech." 22 That love which is the foundation of
Natural Law, in the cosmos and in personal relationships, is not part of the
Narrator's view of family bonds. Similarly, Virginia's abstinence is not
motivated by love-she engages in no positive acts of charity, but only in
"bisynesse / To dryve hire out of ydel slogardye" (6.56-57), apparently because
the devil will find work for idle hands. But the Narrator does not seem to
be aware that the kind of business in which one is involved makes a difference. It is instructive to see what Chaucer's Parson says about the sin of
sloth: "Agayns this roten-herted synne of Accidie and Slouthe sholde men
exercise hemself to <loon goode werkes" (10.688). These "goode werkes" are
deeds we never see Virginia perform.
III. THREE UNNATURAL CHARACTERS

If the early digressions in the story have established governance as the
central theme and Natural Law as the context, it is fairly easy to see the
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parallels between the various personal "governance" relationships in the tale.
The five connotations of Natural Law already mentioned and the idea of
love as binding all in harmony, from the cosmic spheres to society and family,
emphasize these parallels. As Mandel points out, 'Just as Nature is God's
'vicaire general,' so are Apius in the political and Virginius in the familial
spheres." 2 3 So, for that matter, is Reason in the psychological sphere. Nature
herself cannot err, since she is the perfect reflection of Divine Law: she and
God are "of oon accord." But all the other governors may err: Reason, if
it is clouded by love of things other than the Highest Good; magistrate or
father, if his justice-necessarily consisting of Positive Law-fails to embody
in it the precepts of Natural Law.
The first and most obvious example of a governor who perverts justice
by flouting Natural Law is Apius. His blatant abuse of power is the central
theme of all other versions of the legend: Collins calls the theme of the story
"the perversion of law by one who should administer it, under the influence
of irrational passion." 24 The evil judge violates Natural Law in two obvious
ways. First, of course, he allows his passions to overcome his reason. Reason,
transcending the "law of kynde" that pertains to our animal nature, "pro·
motes married love" as Olsson puts it. 25 Boethius, as has been mentioned,
saw that the same love that held the universe together also "knytteth
sacrement of mariages of chaste loves" (2. m. 8. 23-24). Chaucer's Parson also
associates true marriage with Natural Law: "verray mariage ... was establissed
by God, er that synne bigan, whan natured lawe was in his right poynt"
(10.920). Apius sins against God and Nature; when the Narrator advises his
audience to "Forsaketh synne, er synne yow forsake," Apius is the one
character in the story that the moral fits. Appropriately, Apius commits
suicide in prison-the ultimate subversion of Nature's primary law of self.
preservation. 26
This perversion of natural reason in the individual is bad enough; but
when it occurs in a ruler, "God's vicaire" in the commonwealth, the people
must suffer. The governor, who should uphold a Positive Law that perfectly
reflects Natural Law, engages instead in what Aquinas called legis corruptio. 27
The force of human law depends upon justice, and where human law strays
from Natural Law, it loses its justice and becomes a perversion of law. The
corrupting effect of such government upon the governed is reflected in the
character of the "cherl" Claudius, whose relationship with Apius is a grotesque parody of Nature's relationship with God. Mandel first pointed out
this similarity: 28 as Nature and the Creator "been ful of oon accord" (6.25),
so that the law of Nature perfectly mirrors the will of God, so Claudius twice
repeats hi s perfect submission to the evil will of Apius: "if that it be youre
wille" (6.165, 189).
A second character who violates Natural Law, violently and inexcusably,
is Virginius. Every sensitive reader must instinctively feel an aversion to
Virginius's unnatural act, though critics have only recently given voice to
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that disgust. Indeed, one critic of the past actually called Virginius "Nature's
positive assertive force for good," because he acts "in accord with a higher
principle oflove than that which demands life at all costs." 29 While few would
agree with this assessment, it is true that if one believes the Narrator's view
of events to be Chaucer's, then one sees Virginius called "this worthy knyght"
immediately before he murders his daughter in cold blood (6.203). But the
Narrator has not shown himself to be particularly reliable: he has already
demonstrated serious misunderstanding of love's importance in human relationships. Therefore, most recent critics have condemned Virginius,
emphasizing his purely physical understanding of his daughter's virginity
and his failure to see her as anything but an extension of himselP 0
Two aspects of Virginius's character are immediately apparent in the
scene (original to Chaucer) in which Virginius faces his daughter. First, in
both Livy and Jean de Meun, Chaucer's chief sources for the tale/ 1 Virginius
is more sympathetic because he kills his daughter in a sudden impassioned
rage. Chaucer's Virginius kills his daughter after cold premeditation:
He gooth hym hoom, and sette him in his halle,
And leet anon his deere doghter calle,
And with a face deed as asshen colde
Upon hir humble face he gan biholde,
With fadres pitee stikynge thurgh his herte,
Al wolde he from his purpos nat converte.
(6.207-12)
The second point one must notice is the obvious parallel between
Virginius's treatment of Virginia and his own treatment at the hands of
Apius.32 Like Apius, Virginius calls his victim before him. Like Apius,
however, Virginius needs her there only .to pronounce his sentence upon
her-"Take thou thy deeth, for this is my sentence" (224)-a sentence
predetermined and unalterable, like the Natural Law which it should ideally
mirror but does not. Also like Apius, Virginius expects perfect obedience.
And he gets it.
But Virginius, like Apius, violates Natural Law both in his twisted judgment of the case and in his failure in his relationship with Virginia. If Apius's
sin was lust-love misdirected toward a lesser good, Virginius's sin is pridelove perverted into self-centeredness. Virginius possesses all the gifts of
Fortune that Chaucer's Parson enumerates in his Tale as gifts from which
Pride may spring: "richesse, hyghe degrees of lordshipes, preisynges of the
peple" (10.453). Virginius is introduced as "Fulfild of honour and of worthynesse, / And strong of freendes, and of greet richesse" (6.2-4). Virginius
seems to have allowed these riches and esteem, these gifts of fortune, to cloud
his judgment and to affect his relationship with his daughter. That Virginius
sees Virginia solely as an object belonging to him, one of his worldly
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possessions, 33 is apparent in his speech to her, which contains no less than
nine first-person pronouns, seven of them possessive:
... alias, that / was bore!
For nevere thou deservedest wherfore
To dyen with a swerd or with a knyf.
0 deere doghter, endere of my lyf,
Which / have fostred up with swich plesaunce
That thou were nevere out of my remembraunce!
0 doghter, which that art my laste wo,
And in my lyf my laste joye also,
0 gemme of chastitee, in pacience
Take thou thy deeth, for this is my sentence.
For love, and nat for hate, thou most be deed;
My pitous hand moot smyten of thyn heed.
(6.21 5-26; emphasis mine)
Virginius, perceiving the dilemma as "deeth or shame" (6.214), perceives his
daughter's loss of virginity as· a mark against his own "honour and worthynesse." True, the characters are pagan Romans, but the tale is being
related in a Christian context to a Christian audience. It is therefore relevant that, as several critics have noted, in Christian theology dating back- to
Augustine, Virginia would still be a virgin in the eyes of God and of
Chaucer's original audience. 34 Hence the issue is more accurately Virginius's
esteem than his honor. He is worried about what the people will think
of him. Perhaps this is why he commits the murder in the privacy of
his own home, rather than in a public place as in Chaucer's sources.
lfVirginius's concerns are with keeping his possession (Virginia) and reputation or "preisyng of the peple," then his motives stem from cupidity
and pride, a violation of Natural Law. When Virginius tells his daughter
that she must die "for love and nat for hate," he is correct. But it is the
wrong kind of love that motivates him-his love of self and of Fortune's
gifts. 35
More obviously, the family, like the commonwealth and the cosmos,
should be knit in order by love. The second connotation of the Law of
Nature discussed above emphasizes charity toward others, beginning with
blood relatives. But that special love which must tie the father to daughter
(which the Narrator had neglected to mention in his advice to parents) is
cruelly violated by Virginius, despite the Narrator's constant stressing of his
"fadres pitee." Virginius, in the position of "God's vicaire" in the family,
should be "of oon accord" with God by governing according to the principles of Natural Law. But he commits a most unnatural act, and his "subject," Virginia, suffers a fate far worse than Apius's Claudius: she loses her
head in fact, not merely in threat.
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This brings us to Virginia herself, the most enigmatic of the three main
characters. Certainly the Narrator is at pains to build up our sympathy for
Virginia: his chief embellishments on the tale-Nature's speech and the
pitiful death scene-both push Virginia into the foreground, whereas in Livy
andjean de Meun she was little more than a pawn in the game between her
father and Apius. The Narrator's Nature praises Virginia, but chiefly for the
gifts of physical beauty which Nature has given her. The Narrator lavishes
praise upon his heroine, or "this noble creature" as he calls her (6.34): four
times he emphasizes her beautee (6.7, 39, 112, 127), four times her vertu (6.40,
54, 61, 114), and three times her great bountee (6.110, 112, 136). In addition,
he pushes the pathos of her death scene to its limits: four times she is her
father's "deere doghter" (6.205, 208, 218, 237). She looks upon him with that
pathetic "humble face" (6.210) that causes even the monomaniacal Virginius
to feel a "fadres pi tee stikynge thurgh his herte" (6.211). And the poor child
pleads for "mercy, deere fader!" (6.230), begging for "grace" or "remedye"
(6.236), before she faints from fear.
Many critics have both followed the Narrator in their praise of Virginia
and empathized with Harry Bailey, who "almoost ... caught a cardynacle"
(6.3 13) in pity for her. Those who take such a positive view of Virginia
see her as making a deliberate choice, for death rather than dishonor;3 6
they see her as a virgin martyr dedicated to chastity for the sake of the
spiritual fruit it will yield her. 3 7 They see her final speech"Blissed be God that I shal dye a mayde!
Yif me my deeth, er that I have a shame;
Dooth with youre child youre wyl, a Goddes
name!"
(6.248-50)
-as evidence that she has in fact achieved the "grace" she asked her father
for (6.236), but in a spiritual, Christian sense. 38
But this interpretation of Virginia cannot really be supported by the text
of the tale. Virginia does not make a choke between death and dishonor. 39
When her father says "ther been two weyes, outher deeth or shame" (6.2 14),
the question is academic. Virginius considers the decision his to make, and
he has already made it. Virginia is present only to hear her sentence. Indeed,
her first reaction is understandably a kind of panic and a begging for mercy,
as she tries everything to appeal to Virginius's natural human feelings:
"O mercy, deere fader!" quod this mayde,
And with that word she bothe hir armes layde
Aboute his nekke, as she was wont to do.
The teeris bruste out of hir eyen two,
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And seyde, "Goode fader, shal I dye?
Is ther no grace, is ther no remedye?"
(6.231-36)
At the unmoved "No, certes" (6.237) from her father, Virginia's mood changes
again. Having gone through a denial-"O mercy, deere fader!"-and perhaps
through anger- "Is ther no grace?"-Virginia passes into a stage of bargaining, asking her father for a reprieve to lament her death "a lite! space" (6.239),
like Jephthah's daughter. Realizing that she is grasping at straws, she "fil
aswowne anon" (6.245), losing consciousness in deep despair. When she
awakes from her swoon, she is finally willing to accept the inevitable, though
Mathewson claims that her "Blissed be God, that I shal dye a mayde!" sounds
somewhat hystericaI.• 0 What Virginia displays in this scene is not the active
choice of death over shame, but rather the final typical stages of dying as
outlined by Dr. Elisabeth Kubler-Ross. 41 The stages are telescoped in
Virginia's case, since she has been given very little time to prepare, but in
any case they are stages experienced by the terminally ill-those who must
face an inevitable death, not one they have chosen for themselves_ And the
short time Virginia has to prepare does not allow her to reach a sincere
acceptance, because after those brave lines telling her father to "Yif me my
deeth," she pleads with him not once but "ful ofte / That with his swerd he
wolde smyte softe" (6.251-52). Then from sheer terror she swoons again. This
is not the boldness of the virgin martyr nor the serenity of the Christian
saint. It is the abject terror of an innocent young virgin who never before
has had actively to combat evil.
Nor is her virginity necessarily virtuous in itself. In spite of what some
critics have tried to see, there is no indication that the pagan Roman Virginia
conceives of her virginity as having anything to do with her relationship with
God. Chaucer's Christian audience would have known that in medieval tradition virginity h~d value only in the context of such a relationship, wherein
the virgin consecrates her maidenhood to Christ. Out of that context,
Virginia's chastity is meaningless.4 2 Nor, as pointed out above, would her
forced yielding to Apius technically destroy her virginity in the eyes of the
Church. This being the case, it is hard to see the point of her well-defended
virginity.4 3 The virginity is part of Virginia's whole negative approach to virtue, an approach which the Narrator shares. Evil is to be avoided, not faced
and overcome. Thus Virginia must abstain from sex, revels, dancing, drink,
life itself.
This brings me to my contention that surely Virginia too (though more
subtly drawn) is a character, like Apius and Virginius, who violates Natural
Law and so contributes to her own destruction. First, rather than pursuing
positive acts of charity, she sees temperance and humility as all-sufficient
virtues and virginity as a desirable end in itself. But Natural Law in its first
sense clearly emphasizes the virtue of the reproductive act. Though clearly
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man's reason must control his passions, this does not mean all should prefer
celibacy. Unless the virginity is a deliberate choice wherein the will remains
set on the Highest Good, that virginity is not a good in itself and is, in fact,
unnatural.
Virginia's more harmful transgression of Natural Law is manifest in her
relationship with her father. Because the father, like Nature and Apius, is
"God's vicaire," the proper and natural attitude of the subject is to obey out
of love and out of the knowledge that this is one's proper role. Indeed
Virginia's words "Dooth with youre child youre wyl" (6.250) echo Christ's
in Gethsemane and are surely intended to suggest that perfect relationship,44
that "oon accord" that exists between Christ and the Father, just as it exists
between Nature and God. But the allusion is ironic, particularly since
Claudius has already used the same words twice in approaching Apius (6.165,
189). The clear parallel we are intended to see here is that between Virginia
and Claudius. He is threatened with beheading; she is beheaded. He is subject to an unnatural master; she is subject to an unnatural father. But both
follow perfectly their masters' will, for like Nature or Christ, they are "of
oon accord" with their masters.
Such a comparison is not flattering to Virginia. If she is to be commended
for the perfect obedience she shows to her father, as some critics would have
it, 4 5 then Claudius too is to be commended for his perfect obedience to
"God's vicaire" in Apius. No reader of the story feels compelled to absolve
Claudius of his guilt and to spare him out of "pi tee," as Virginius ironically
does after executing his innocent child. But why should Claudius be condemned? Surely because when a positive law violates the precepts of Natural
Law, it loses the force of law and absolves one of the obligation to follow
it. That was Aquinas's view. And, as Mandel points out, John of Salisbury's
Policraticus clearly asserts that when a ruler resists divine commandments
and tries to force people to do the same, then the voice of God must be
obeyed. 46 The alternative to obedience is demonstrated at the end of the
Physician's Tale, when "right anon a thousand peple in thraste / To save the
knyght" (6.260-61). When Natural Law is being violated, active resistance even
to the point of open rebellion is permissible. Claudius was wrong. He should
have refused.
By the same reasoning, so then should Virginia. Virginius's command
was unnatural. She was not bound to obey it. In fact, since preservation of
life is Nature's first rule, she was under an obligation to resist, to save her
own life. Her death is as much a sin against Nature as is Apius's suicide. But
it was simply not in Virginia's power actively to combat evil-her whole life
had been spent in passive abstention. When the situation required more,
she was not able to supply it, and so she died. But the rising of the people
against Apius, which event immediately follows her death, supplies an alternative to her behavior for the audience to consider, while the ironic sparing
of her foil Claudius brings our attention back to Virginia's undeserved fate and,
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by extension, to her passive submission (like Claudius's) which caused
it.
The theme of Natural Law which pervades the Physician 's Tale reveals the
unreliability of a narrator who fails to see the truth about hi s own tale. The
ironic discrepancy between the theme and the Narrator's understanding also
explains the apparently incongruous digression on childrearing and helps
to shape our attitudes toward the main characters, particularly clarifying our
reactions to Virginius and Virginia.
NOTES
l. Sheila De laney, in "Politics a nd the Paralysis of Poetic Imagination in The Physician's Tale," Studies in theAgeofChaucer3 (1981): 47-60, calls the tale a failure because
Chaucer drops the political and social co ntent that had characterized his sources.
Anne Middleton, in ''The Physician's Tale and Love's Martyrs: 'Ensamples Mo than
Ten' as a Method in the Canterbury Tales," Chaucer Review 8 (1973): 14-15, sees the
tale as typical of the Canterbury Tales in its forcing us to redefine or reexamine ethical
abstractions which Chaucer's sources, and the Canterbury narrators themselves, may
take for granted. This deliberate obscuring or confusing of values is noted by Lee
C. Ramsey, who, in" 'The Sentence of it Sooth is': Chaucer's Physician's Tale," Chaucer
Review 6 (1972): 185-97, sees strong tension between the Physician's moral and the
deeper meaning of the story which lies in its many contradictions, mirroring life's
uncertainty. Thomas B. Hanson, too, notes, in "Chaucer's Physician as Storyteller
and Moralizer," Chaucer Review 7 (1972): 136-38, that the Physician obscures the story's
moral by ignoring Virginia, while Emerson Brown, Jr., in "What Is Chaucer Doing
with the Physician and His Tale?" Philological Quarterly 60 (1981): 138-40, sees in the
story a tale of confused morality, indicting both Virginius and Virginia in his condemnation. More recently Joerg 0. Fichte has suggested, in "Incident-HistoryExemplum-Novella: The Transformation of History in Chaucer's Physician's Tale,"
Florilegium 5 (1983): 189-207, that the uncertain morality of the tale is typical of the
novella genre: critics have been confused, Fichte argues, because they have assumed
that the tale is an exemplum, which, in fact, it is not.
2. Beryl Rowland, in "The Physician's 'Historial Thing Notable' and the Man of
Law," ELH 40 (1973): 165-78, sees the tale as the Physician's attack on lawyers, citing
the strong rivalry between the two professions in the fourteenth century. Donald
R. Howard, in The Idea of the "Canterbury Tales " (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1976), 334, calls the story a tale of "misguided moralism" which reflects
the mentality of the Narrator, who ironically "praises virtue in a tale tha t is
morally revolting." Robert Longsworth, in "The Doctor's Dilemma: A Comic View of
the 'Physician's Tale,' " Criticism 13 (1971): 232, contends that the tale falls apart
because the Physician's morality is a sham and a fraud. Brown, 131-37, sees an irony
in that the Physician, so excellent in his field and in his ability to find the cause of
every malady, is unable to determine truly the cause of Virginia's death. Daniel
Kempton, in "The Physician's Tale: The Doctor of Physic's Diplomatic 'Cure,' " Chaucer
Review 19 (1984): 28, 32, notes that the depiction of Virginia and her temperance
reads like an ideal self-portrait of the Physician and that Virginius's killing of Virginia
to protect her chastity is the practical equivalent of medieval medicine, where the
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cure was often a greater injury than the disease. All of these readings insist that the
Physician of the General Prowgue is the Narrator of the tale; his portrait, therefore,
may be used to help explain the ambiguities of this tale. The entire "Dramatic Theory"
has recently been called into question, particularly by C. David Benson in his Chaucer's
Drama of Style: Poetic Variety and Contrast in the "Canterbury Tales " (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1986). Certainly the unquestioning acceptance of the
usefulness of the Dramatic Theory for all tales can lead to illogical excesses, and there
is no clear link between the Physician's Tale and the Physician of the General Prologue;
accordingly, no assumption of that relationship is made in this essay, and the
explanation of the Tale's problems is sought elsewhere.
3. Trevor Whitlock, in A Reading of the "Canterbury Tales" (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1968), 179, sees the Physician's Tale as a direct answer to the Franklin's
Tale, in its preference of death above violation of chastity. Richard L. Hoffman, in
'Jephthah's Daughter and Chaucer's Virginia," Chaucer Review 2 (1967): 20-31, interprets Virginia's allusion to Jephthah's daughter, which undercuts Virginius's resolution by mirroring it in Jephthah's rash and foolish vow, as recalling the equally rash
vow of Dorigen, and sees Virginia as morally superior to Dorigen because of her
resolve to die, like the women of Dorigen's complaint. Similarly, Peter G. Beidler,
in "The Pairing of the Franklin's Tale and the Physician's Tale," Chaucer Review 3 (1969):
275- 79, sees parallels in the plots and characters of the two tales and again sees
Virginia as morally superior to Dorigen in that she chooses what to do instead of
merely thinking about it.Jeanne T. Mathewson, in "For Love and Not for Hate: The
Value of Virginity in Chaucer's Physician's Tale," Chaucer Review 10 (1976): 71, however,
sees Arveragus's relationship with Dorigen as a more positive one than Virginius's
possessive relationship with Virginia.
As for the connection of the Physician's Tale to the Pardoner's Tale, Katherine B.
Trower, in "Spiritual Sickness in the Physician's and Pardoner's Tales: Thematic Unity
in Fragment VI of the Canterbury Tales," American Benedictine Review 29 (1978): 67-86,
notes both the Physician and the Pardoner are by occupation concerned with healing (physical and spiritual, respectively), but both fail to transcend death or evil.
E. R. Amoils, in "Fruitfulness and Sterility in the Physician's and Pardoner's Tales,"
English Studies in Africa 17 (1974): 17-37, sees Virginia's spiritual fruitfulness as contrasting positively with the Pardoner's sterility. Brown, 141-44, sees the three talesFranklin's, Physician 's, and Pardoner's-as a triad of stories on the problem of evil:
in the Franklin's Tale, evil is mere illusion or "temporary inconvenience"; in the
Physician's Tale, evil is real but capricious and hard to understand; in the Pardaner's Tale,
evil is seen and understood, but the Narrator refuses or is unable to do anything about it.
4. Derek Pearsall, The Canterbury Tales (London: Allen and Unwin, 1985), xi-xii.
5. See, for example, J. A. W. Bennett, The "Parlement of Foules": An Interpretation
(London: Oxford University Press, 1957); Gareth W. Dunleavy, "Natural Law as
Chaucer's Ethical Absolute, " Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts and Letters 52 (1963):
177-87; David Chamberlain, "The Music of the Spheres and the Parliament of Foules,"
Chaucer Review 5 (1970): 32-56; Marie Collins, "Love, Nature and Law in the Poetry
of Gower and Chaucer," in Court and Poet: Selected Proceedings of the Third Congress of
the International Courtly Literature Society, Liverpool, 1980, ed. Glyn S. Burgess et al., ARCA: Classical and Medieval Texts, Papers, and Monographs 5 (Liverpool: Cairns, 1981),
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Houghton Mifflin, 1987); all subsequent references are to this edition.
7. Collins, 114-15.
8. Olsson, 229.
9. Ibid. , 230.
10.
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18. Dante Alighieri, Purgatorio, vol 2. of The Divine Comedy, ed. and trans. Charles
S. Singleton, Bollingen Series 80 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973),
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